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HIDDEN IDOLS
By J. Frederic Voros, Jr.
Honors Program Keynote Address
March 9, 1979
I hope you won't object to my taking you on a bit of a
journey. It is one recorded in a book called The Great
Divorce by C.S. Lewis. Ghosts of former inhabitants of
our planet are living in a grey and dreary town
somewhere in the twilight zone of the spirit world. The
weather in the town is continually overcast, and
although the townspeople are always waiting for the sun
to rise, full daylight never quite arrives. Some of the
ghosts who live in the town have been allowed to take a
bus tour to a faraway land: the outlying countryside surrounding the Heavenly City, which is visible atop a distant mountain. The bus streaks through the air and
finally touches down in the beautiful country. The
passengers scuffle off the bus amid much shoving and
pushing. Each of the ghostly passengers is then greeted
by a spirit, a representative from the Heavenly City,
who tries to persuade the ghost to give up the grey town
and travel to the Heavenly City, where the Lord reigns.
Would you feel bad if we listened in on one of their conversations? One of the ghosts was on earth an Episcopal
priest. The spirit pleading with him was evidently a
friend of his on earth named Dick. The Episcopal ghost
is speaking ...
" ... Do you really think people are penalized
for their honest opinions? Even assuming, for
the sake of argument, that those opinions were
mistaken?"

Spirit. "I am telling you to repent and believe."
"But my dear boy, I believe already. We may
not be perfectly agreed, but you have completely misjudged me if you do not realize that my
religion is a very real and a very precious thing
to me."
"Very well," said the other, as if changing his
plan. "Will you believe in me?"
"In what sense?"
"Will you come with me to the [Heavenly City]
... ?"
"Well, that is a plan. I am perfectly ready to
consider it. Of course I should require some
assurances ... I should want a guarantee that
you are taking me to a place where I shall find a
wider sphere of usefulness - and scope for the
talents that God has given me - and an atmosphere of free inquiry - in short, all that
one means by civilization and - er - the
spiritual life."
"No," said the other. "I can promose you
none of these things. No sphere of usefulness;
you are not needed there at all. "No scope for
your talents: only forgiveness for having
perverted them. No atmosphere of inquiry, for
I will bring you to the land not of questions but
of answers, and you shall see the face of God."

"Do you really think there are no sins of intellect? "
"There are indeed, Dick. There is a hide-bound
prejudice, and intellectual dishonesty, and
timidity, and stagnation. But honest opinions
fearlessly followed - they are not sins."

What do you think happened? Did the Episcopal
priest get to the Heavenly City? Of course not. Had he
broken a Commandment? Yes: the first of the great Ten
Commandments. It is no coincidence that the first Commandment is the first; it is the key to all the others; to
break it will eventually lead to breaking the others. The
first Commandment is "Thou, shalt have no other gods
before me." That priest had another god: his own mind.
He reverenced and obeyed his own mind, even when doing so required discarding his faith in the true God. He
was not so unusual.

"I know we used to talk that way. I did it too
until the end of my life when I became what you
call narrow. It all turns on what are honest opinions. "
"Mine certainly were. They were not only
honest but heroic. I asserted them fearlessly.
When the doctrine of the Resurrection ceased
to commend itself to the critical faculties which
God had given me, I openly rejected it. I
preached my famous sermon. I defied the
whole chapter. I took every risk."

Brigham Young was admonishing the departing missionaries to obey this first great Commandment when he
told them to keep their minds "riveted - yes, I may say
riveted - on the cross of Christ." (JD 12:33) Why?
Because, President Young also said, "we are so liable to
forget [our God and our holy religion] - so prone to
wander, that we neea to have the Gospel sounded in our
ears as much as once, twice, or thrice a week, or,
behold, we will turn again to our idols. It is immaterial
what the idol is ... if we are not constantly exhorting the
people and setting before them the necessity of living

"What risk? What was at all likely to come of it
except what actually came - popularity, sales
for your books, invitations, and finally a
bishopric? "

•••
"I'm not sure that I've got the exact point you
are trying to make," said the Ghost.
"I am not trying to make any point," said the
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their religion, calling back their minds that have been
wandering, and preaching and praying with them,
behold, they would turn to their idols." (JD 6: 195) And
we do. "We are, on the whole, an idolatrous people."
Who do you suppose said that? Mohammed? Martin
Luther? Joseph Smith? No: President Spencer W. Kimball, less than three years ago.

hard she tries to doll up, never fails to cake on the
makeup until it is painfully obvious that beneath it all
she is only another prostitute. Some other idols, I contend, are liable to lead us away from the Lord precisely
because they appear - and indeed are, if we will only
keep them in their places - as wholesome as Donny and
Marie.

What then is idolatry? Again, the answer was given
by President Kimball: "Whatever thing a man sets his
heart and his trust in most is his god; and if his god
doesn't also happen to be the true and living God of
Israel, that man is laboring in idolatry." It would be
easy if all the things in the world could be put into two
categories: "idols" and "all other". That is impossible,
though, because, as is said of beauty, idolatry is in the
eye of the idolator. Whether something is an idol
depends entirely on how it is treated. If a man loves,
honors, reverences, trusts, serves, defends, or obeys
anything more than he does God, that thing is an idol to
that man.

There is a story in the Old Testament which I think illustrates the problem. You remember that there is quite
a long stretch of Old Testament history during which
the divided kingdoms of Israel and Judah were ruled by
a series of kings. A good share of the kings were wicked
and, like King Noah of the Book of Mormon, they led
their people into unrighteousness. When Hezekiah took
the throne of Judah at the age of twenty-five, everything
changed. The scripture says that "he did that which was
right in the sight of the Lord, according to all that David
his father did." (2 Kings 18:3) The first thing he did was
start smashing idols: "He removed the high places
[where the heathen worshipped], and brake the images,
and cut down the groves, and brake in pieces the brazen
serpent that Moses had made ..... (2 Kings 18:4) You
remember the brazen serpent. When the fiery serpents
were biting the children of Israel, Moses, at the Lord's
command, "made a serpent of brass, and put it upon a
pole, and it came to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any
man, when he beheld the serpent of brass, he lived."
(Numbers 21 :9) Alma says explicitly that the brass serpent was a "type" of Christ. (Alma 33:18,19) Anyway,
Hezekiah broke it into pieces, the scripture says, "for
unto those days the children of Israel did burn incense
to it ..... The Israelites were worshipping a symbol of
the Savior, a symbol that the Savior Himself had commanded Moses to fashion. But the fact that the object
of their worship was only one step removed from the
true God did not keep their worship from being
idolatry. The serpent was really a good thing, given by
God, to direct them to Him, but they made it an idol by
worshipping it instead of Him.

I believe that George Bernard Shaw once quipped that
there has been a medium for expressing appreciation
ever since the Phoenicians invented money. Our own
prophets have pushed the point a step further. "Property", taught Orson Pratt, "is the Gentiles' god; ... it is
worshipped by them, and their hearts are set on their
treasures; ... and it will take a long time for the Saints to
get rid of their old idols - their idolatrous notions and
traditions." (JD 2:261) Brigham Young, too, pinpointed the problem (JD 1:164):
Elders of Israel are greedy after the things of
this world. If you ask them if they are ready to
build up the kingdom of God, their answer is
prompt - "Why, to be sure we are, with our
whole souls; but we want first to get so much
gold, speculate and get rich, and then we can
help the Church considerably."

The golden calf presents another, although less vivid,
example. For many years I wondered at the foolishness
of the Israelites in turning from the Lord to worship a
statue. It is obvious from the scripture that it held great
allure for them, and was much more of a temptation
than you or I might at first expect. Some people suggest
that at the root of the matter was fornication which
typically accompanied such worship in Egypt. B~t there
is, I believe, more to the story. Aaron explained to
Moses that the people gave him their gold, and then, in
his words, "I cast it into the fire, and there came out
this calf." (Exodus 32:24) But then Aaron proclaimed a
feast to the Lord .. (Ex. 32:5) How could he have been so
confused? The calf was not new to the Israelites as a
religious symbol. Part of the law was to offer up a
bullock, on an altar, to the Lord. Why? The answer is
given in the book of Moses: "This thing is a similitude
of the sacrifice of the Only Begotten of the Father
which is full of grace and truth." (Moses 5:7) Th~
golden c.alf was a symbol of C~ist. Of course, making it
was a sm. Jehovah forbade It because He knew that
once they made it they would worship it.
What I am trying to say is this: nothing is so good
that, if we worship or adore it more than we do the
Lord, it does not become an idol. The insidiousness of

And of course our own President Kimball also

I am afraid that many of us have been surfeited
with flocks and herds and acres and barns and
wealth and have begun to worship them as false
gods, and they have power over us. Do we have
more of these good things than our faith can
stand? Many people spend most of their time
working in the service of a self-image that includes sufficient money, stocks, bonds, investment portfolios, property, credit cards furnishings, autOmobiles, and the like to gua;antee
carnal security throughout, it is hoped, a long
and happy life.
If wealth were the only false god with which mortals had
to contend, we at Ricks College would, I think be
relatively safe, having virtually banished it from our
midst. But I believe that there are other potential idols
which, although no more sinister, are equally able to
lure us from the worship of the one true God. They may
in fact be better able to do that because they are less
conspiciously dangerous. Mammon, no matter how
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some idols is that they appear to be so innocent.
Perhaps they are good things. Perhaps they are given or
revealed by Jesus Himself. Perhaps in 990/0 of the cases
they are not idols. Perhaps the Lord wants us to love
them, although not more than we love Him. None of
those facts can obscure the first of the Ten Commandments: nothing is so good that, if we worship it instead
of God, it does not become an idol. You may be surprised ,at the idols people can choose.

challenge in his Pursuit of Excellence. Remember the
Jews who thought they had eternal life in the scriptures?
They were working on a spiritual challenge. And those
Jesus warned not to love their families more than Him?
They were working on a service challenge. Don't
misunderstand - I am not suggesting that you abandon
the Pursuit of Excellence. If I believed that pursuing excellence were wrong I would certainly not be speaking'
here tonight. By all means, pursue excellence. By all
means, develop your minds. We are in fact commanded
to serve Him with our minds. By all means, study the
scriptures diligently. By all means, love your families.
By all means, develop your bodies, make them strong
and healthy. All those are good things and we are in fact
duty-bound to do them.

Jesus told the Pharisees, "Search the scriptures; for
in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they
which testify of me." (John 5:39) Wasn't it rather odd
for Jesus to be telling the Pharisees that they needed to
read the scriptures more? It would indeed have been odd
if He had meant that. No one needed to tell them to put
in their 15 minutes per day. They had probably begun as
small boys to memorize long passages of the books of
Moses. By the time they were trying to catch Jesus in
His own words the scriptures had become to them - as
you might by now guess - an idol. Jesus told them so:
"in them ye think ye have eternal life." They believed
that the scriptures, not the Savior, were the key to salvation. The point Jesus made was that the very scriptures
which the Jews used against Him actually testified of
him: "they are they which testify of me." The key word
there is "me." Jesus is our God. The function of the
scriptures is to lead us to Him, not to substitute for
Him. If they become more important to us than He is, it
is as if we are travelers more interested in our road map
than in the destination it is supposed to guide us to.
Even the scriptures can become an idol.

My message is very simple, perhaps redundant:
anything, evc;n a good thing, perhaps most of all a good
thing, can become an idol; all we have to do is worship
it. Beautiful art is, I believe, inspired by God, but for
that reason it can easily be taken as a substitute for God.
Worshipping Michelangelo's David is no more
righteous than worshipping Baal; it is only more tempting. The question is not whether the image was graven
by an artist or by a priest, but whether anyone is kneeling before it.
The Gospel is not so much a self-improvement program as it is a self-sacrifice program. The archetypal
Christian is not Sir Walter Raleigh, the last and
foremost of the Renaissance men, but Abraham, who
put his all on the altar, a sacrifice to God. If our eyes are
riveted upon the Savior, we can safely pursue whatever
paths He leads us to. We can enjoy the abundant life by
developing our talents, our bodies, our minds, our
characters, and our spirits. Indeed it is likely, I believe,
that we will do so out of devotion to Him. And so I
hope that you all enjoy your workshops; I hope that you
never abandon the pursuit of excellence; and, most of
all, I hope that none of us will ever let our devotion to
any other thing weaken our devotion to the One whose
devotion to us withstood even the jaws of death. In His
holy name, Amen.

Nearly anything can. Consider these words of the
Savior: "He that loveth father or mother more than me
is not worthy of me: and he that loveth son or daughter
more than me is not worthy of me." (Matt. 10:37) That
is hard doctrine. Brigham Young also taught it: "While
we live, it is our duty to love the Lord with all our
might, and with all our strength, and with all our souls.
This is our duty first and foremost; we ought to love
Him better than our wives, children, and brethren and
sisters, and all things besides. Is this our duty? verily
yes." (JD 1:32)
My, President Young, what hard doctrine you teach!
Don't you believe the family is important? No one, I
think, could fault him on that score. His doctrine was
no harder than that of Jesus before him, or President
Kimball after him. The Lord is our God, we must love
Him first. Does that mean that I ought not love my wife
and children? Of course not. Does that mean that I
should not honor my parents? No: by all means honor
them. Does that mean that I must love Jesus more than I
love my mother? Yes, that is what it means. More than
your mother, and your father, and your brothers and
sisters, and your wife, and your husband, and your
house, and your car, and your country, and your stereo,
and your mission, and your scriptures, and your ward,
and the temple, and everything else. That is what Jesus
meant when he said that the first great commandment
was to love the Lord with all your heart, soul, and mind.

* © 1979 by J. Fredric Voros, Jr. Brother Voros is Assistant to the President of Ricks College.

By now you are probably asking yourselves why I am
talking about this. I will tell you. Remember the
Episcopal priest? He was working on an intellectual
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